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Feminist cyberpunk, a second wave of the classic cyberpunk of the 1980s, was marked by a
prominent presence of gender/sexuality in an otherwise masculine narrative mode, aswell asa
sudden removal of Japan as the evil force of the future that would dominate the inhuman
technological future. Japan was replaced by a random variety of baffling places, and classic
cyberpunk, which was accused of heavy neo-orientalizing tendencies in its ideological por-
trayal of Japan, also known as Techno-Orientalism, had seemingly moved away fromthistrend
with its second feminist wave. However, my analysis suggests that the move is far from inno-
cent, and is a reiteration of Techno-Orientalism, only this time, replacing Japan with other
countries to eventually justify the narrative of the indispensability of America in the future.
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INTRODUCTION

Considerable amount of critical attention has
been directed at classic cyberpunk, fairly accusing
its “counter-culture revolutionary zeal” that
celebrated the “high-tech, low-life” (Sterling xii)
narrativesto represent theloner, marginalized low-
brow hacker heroes fighting ugly powerful
multinationa corps, of being unmistakably quiet on
theburgeoning socid narrativesof gender, sexuality
and race. Whilethe classic cyberpunk wavewas
dying out inthelate 1980s, after abrief spurt that
lasted |ess than adecade, anew set of criticsand
authors simultaneously were rewriting these
nardives. criticslikeDonnaHaraway podted critica
cyborg and posthuman theories that situated
cyberpunk outside the realm of the humanistic
horror, probing the unnecessary paranoiaprojected
by classic cyberpunk, whileadew of new authors
suchasMargePiercy, Maureen F. McHugh, Linda
Nagata, LauraMixon and NicolaGriffith, among

many others, penned fictiond narrativesthat brought
gender and sexudlity tothefore.

Along with that, this new second wave that
revived the cyberpunk mode of narrativeinterms
of gender, aso broke away from another unwritten
ruleof classic cyberpunk: that the Japanese must
adwaysbethevillans Whiledsosgnificantly atering
some premises about the plot that weretaken for
granted, feminist cyberpunk, asthisnew wavewas
called, also unwittingly reinforced astancethat it
had apparently rejected. Classic cyberpunk has
been accused of empoweringwomen only toadight
degree, by giving them a role necessary to the
success of thehero - however, sheisalwaysasoan
eye-candy, asexually-charged figure who seemed
to only becomemored |uring both for the protagonist
and thereaders by thiscombination of skill, power
and sex, emptied of its emotional, sentimenta

baggage.
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Feminist cyberpunk attacked this mode of
representation of women to not only make them
central characterswithout being subjected to the
malegazeor catered to the maleaudience, but also
to open up adiscourse that discussed gender and
sexudity, afeminist and queer writing and reading
of cyberpunk fiction.

Wolmark, in noting cyberpunk’s aforesaid

reluctance, remarks:

CharacterslikeMolly Millionsor even Laura,

Bruce Sterling’s heroine from the “professional’-

management classinhisnovd Idandsinthe Net

(1988) are indicative of the presence and

influenceof feminist SF, but they cannot besaid

to be an expression of cyberpunk’s own
willingnessto tacklequestionsof gender identity

and subjectivity (121).

However, asecond chargelevied upon classic
cyberpunk wasthat of Techno-Orientdism. America
was gripped in aparanoiaat the possibility of the
Japanese overtaking them ontheglobal stage, both
incultural and economictermsinnear future, cregting
afurther imminent threat of political domination of
Japanby gradudly displacingthe USA inthecredible
near future. Fuelled by the 60s and 70s’ rise of Japan
(without any helpfrom America, moreimportantly)
as a nation that flourished economically and
scientifically, whilecreating aglobal market for its
cultura products, namely anime and manga, that
amost gave Disney and American comicsmarket a
run for its money, as well as the overturning the
American propaganda about the permanency of

damageit had caused itsenemies, pushed classic

cyberpunk inawaveof fear that ledit to stereotype
the Japanese asuncivilized andinhuman, aspecies
that rose by ruthlessambition and rejected theidea
of democracy and civilization.

The cyberpunk “credible” future, then, was
marked by chaos and autocracy, led by Japanese
zaibatsus and waiting to be saved by theAmerican
soul. Feminist cyberpunk, curiously, broke awvay
from this model, and sought new geographical
settings asitsbase. Consequently, alarge number
of textsemployed varied locations, causngthegenre
to bediluted, since sometaken-for-granted markers
of cyberpunk went missing, liketheuniversaly-in
the American sensibility-hated Japanese, and
replaced with seemingly innocent and less
controversid random placessuch as China, South-
East Asiaor the Middle East. While somenovels
heavily critique the “Western” presence in their
fictional settings, such as Nagata’s The Bohr Maker
or Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl, some novels
simply reiterate the necessity of Americaas the
saviour of civilized hence, thefuture. Whileit seems
random and baffling to note such an erratic
randomness of gpproaches, it isnoteworthy that the
pattern now liesin examining current American
interests, rather thanimpulsive paranoia, aswasthe
casewith classic cyberpunk.

Techno-orientalism seemed to have been swept
away intheapparently progressvewave. However,
whilethereislittleto be offended by in thesetexts
individualy, taking together abody of thefeminist
cyberpunk works, it reiteratesthe Orientaist idea
of the necessity of theWest (here, America), for the
democratic and peaceful, if flawed, planet toinhabit.
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Maureen F. McHugh’s two novels - China
Mountain Zhang and Nekropolis - have charted
cyberpunk ontwo different lands. Theformer isset
in Chinathat has now becomethe most important
nationinthefuturisticworld andisa so an autocratic
state, thelatter inthetheol ogically fundamentalist
futuristic Morocco.

In ChinaMountain Zhang, the pardld sbetween
thevillainous Japan and thevillainousChineseare
difficult to miss- In 22™ century, Chinahasreplaced
America as the world’s dominant political, economic
and culturd capita, following apolitica revolution
inAmericathat hasdigolaced itscapitdistic economy
and brought in an era of socialism — the latter
becomes akin to athird-world dump following a
financia crisis, while China rises in economic
importance, and consequently, in cultural
importance. Chinese phrases, Mandarin itself,
Chinese dress and cuisine and Chinese genes
suddenly becomethe next-gen cool things, theway
everything symbolizing AmericaltheWest iship now.
WiththeGreat CleansingWindsintheUS; followed
by a Second American Revolution and a Second
Civil War, thestatus-quois changed.

Quiteakintodassccyberpunk whereeverything
and everyone non-Japaneseismarginaized by the
ruling Japanese, in China Mountain Zhang,
everything non-Chinese, non-straight, non-beautiful
isfrowned upon. Relegated to the minority, three
charactersdruggletosurviveinarigid, ruthlesssate.
Zhang Zhong Shan (Rafadl), the protagonist, isa
young gay man of mixed heritage, aChinesefather

and Hispanic mother —born in Brooklyn and having

undergonegenesplicingininfancy in order tolook
more ‘Chinese’ (the reverse of what the Chinese
are doing today —double eyelid surgery, for instance,
to look more “Western’) and therefore attempting
togansocid leverageaswell aspossibleopportunity
to study and livein China, hislifetakesaseries of
unexpected turnsashe navigatesthrough theturmoil
of sexuality, cosmetically dtered genes, identity and
cultura legacy inand out of America, Chinaandthe
Arctic.

Hispartner Haobai, aChinese man cursed with
homosexuality inafuturethat punishesit by deeth,
meets hislogical end, while San-Xiang, ayoung
Chinesegirl inthe US strugglesto cometo terms
with her own marginalization on account of her ugly
face, and then with the consequences of her
cosmetically-enhanced beauty intheform of rape.
All characters not living in accordance with the
Chinesedefinition of norma end upinaspacewhere
minority is not simply a number, but rather one’s
position, and hence, their va ue, and anythingonthe
lower sideof thevaluableladder isdisposable, and
al threemarginalized charactersmeet fitting ends.

In Nekropolis, Morocco is represented as an
ultra-conservativetechnol ogically-equipped state
wherepeoplearejessed, or permanently chemically
indentured, and socially discarded as sub-humans,
with no escape but death. Hariba, ajessed human
elopes with a harni, a bio-engineered being,
essentially an android, and therefore also
condemned to be sub-human, to seek her freedom,
and struggles to escape to Spain, a “Western”
democratic and tolerant, secular land.
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Whileher family and the state spurnsher, sheis
“rescued” by the kind-hearted West to be smuggled
into Spain, but the processfailssincethe Moroccan
regime is “too” inflexible and dangerous.

In both these narratives, the only fault of the
protagonists was that they were subjected not to
technology, but ideology - technology merely
becomes aweapon in the hands of the oppressive
regime, much like Orwell’s 1984, to contain
potentialy dangerouselements. Thetextsexamine
margindization from the perspectiveof theLGBTS,
straight women and androids, but unlike classic
cyberpunk that probestheimpact of technology on
the concept of life, hardly even glances upon the
aspect. The protagoniststry to escapetheir fates
but are brutally persecuted, while America, now
weskened, canonly stland back and watch helplesdy.

Whileit ishighly commendablethat thevictims
arenolonger working-classstraight white Christian
ma efigures, but classessnon-white, non-Christian,
often non-straight, non-malepeople, it isnecessary
to notethat neither gender, nor sexuality arelooked
at from thelens of technology, andraceissimply
used for the sake of variety rather than a serious
examination of how technol ogy wouldimpact non-
Westernlives. These are not Japanese, or Chinese
or Moroccan futures, but essentialy non-American
futuresthat would push back humanity asit hurtled
forward into technol ogy.

However, there was also a simultaneous
contradictory strain presenting itself. Fiction such
as Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl and Linda
Nagata’s The Bohr Maker are symptomatic of doing

away with techno-Orientalism, and despite
employing avariety of locations, condemning not
theloca governments, but vested Americaninterests,
for thechaosand disorder, whilea so smultanecudy
engaging into feminist and queer discourses.

TheWindup Girl isaNebulaand Hugo Award-
winning futuristic bio-punk nove issetinthe 23rd
century Thailand, when global warming has
depleted all natural energy sourcesand overturned
al remnants of the past, familiar world. While
Thailand has escaped that fate and managed to
evolve a system whereby it has decreased
substantially American dependence and thus,
interferenceinitssustenance, itisinthroesof internd
political turmoil, of which American biotech
corporation AgriGen triesto take advantage with
theintention of invading loca farmingto promote
mutant di seases through crop-based bio-terrorism
to keep American economy dive.

While it examines the conditions of the poor
locals caught up in trying times from a class-
framework, itissmultaneoudy feminig initsleanings
by examining Emiko, agynoid with consciousness,
whoisabused asaprogtitute, oneof thefew options
open to women for surviva in a chaotic land.
However, itisnot the Thai government that isthe
oppressor; rather, itistheAmericanmodd of politica
hypocrisy that isso prevaent today that isbeing
fiercely and openly critiqued.

With TheBohr Maker, itissetinan unidentified
location somewhereisAsia, where half of theland
isunder the control of the Commonweslth, witha
white Christian woman for itshead, which strictly
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controlshiotechnol ogy and ensuresthe new systems
are registered and do not exceed its stringent
specifications — in order to stay in power and do
away with potentia better programsthat may usurp
its dominance. The other part is Spill, that has
decided to remainindependent of thecodlition, but
whichisneverthelessgoverned by Commonwedth
lawson bio-tech, mekingit aripeplacefor dl illegd
bio-tech and their Makers to indulge in black-
marketing. A slum-infested, poverty-ridden, ugly
place, the under-belly of the squeaky- clean
Commonwedthiswhat the Spill lookslike. While
the world’s first posthuman Nikko, a string of
programming about to expiretriesto sted apowerful
program called the Bohr Maker to survive, the
program escapes into Phousita’s mind, a native
progtitute who understands nothing and strugglesto
samply surviveinthe Spill, whilethe Commonwedth
authoritiestry to hunt her down toretrievethe Bohr
Maker sheunwittingly carriesin her brain.

InArchangel Protocol by LydaMorehouse, the
year is 2076 but the setting is the Western world
itself. A quarter century before, the dropping of
M edusabombsin aglobal world caused havoc -
followed by aresurgencein religiousbeliefsand
aversontosecular science. A new world wheremost
peopleintheworld arelinked by theLINK systems
embedded in their skulls, but which resents a
government favoring scienceover rdigion, and thus,
intheir eyes, war over peace.

Deidrei, an ex-cop suspended from her job and
excommunicated by the Catholicsfor her possible
involvementinthe nation of the Popeisnow
hiredjust beforedectiontimeby Archangd Michadl

to exposeto theworld that Archangels, who appear
only on LINK, are but technical constructs. The
plot treadsthe delicate religiousissue of whether
angels have adapted to technology or whether
technol ogy ismasquerading God. However, despite
being set in America, and the prominent suspects
being the oppressive Catholics, the novel has a
complex set of characters, someMuslims, some
Jewish, andwith no clear protagonistsor antagonists
- rather, it is a Christian theocratic state with a
diverse set of questionable characters, beliefs,
religionsand motives.

Itisstriking that thereisno chronologica pattern
totheseworksthat could explaintheshiftin attitudes:
While ChinaMountain Zhang waswrittenin 1992,
Nekropoliswas penned aslate as 2001. The Bohr
Maker was published in 1995, while The Windup
Girl waspublishedin 2009 and Archangel Protocol
in 2001. All four are American authors, and yet
diverse in their approaches. While McHugh’s
universe makes American presence at the global
centrestage not only pleasant but necessary, Nagata
and Bacigdupi dmost hold the USA responsiblefor
the chaotic condition of the future, while being
unnervingly dosetowha American forcesaredoing
today al over theworld. Morehouse setsthefuture
inAmerica, but oneruled by their own Christian
theocrats, but still plagued by their trademark
hypocrisy and hidden motives for power and
dominance.

A keytoexplaining thiscould lieinthefact that
America tried to systematically sully Japan’s
reputationin theworld through the 60sand the 70s
through popul ar imagination, since Japan wasared-
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life threat, and not ssimply afictiona threat. A
Japanesefuture could very well bethefate of Earth,
where Japan would displacethe USA togainaplace
that the USA currently holdsand hopestoretainfor
thefuture. Withthe early 90s, Jgpan becamealesser
threat to USA’s position, as China and the Middle
East surged aseconomic thresats.

More critically, Roger Luckhurst situates
cyberpunk within the realm of the American
obsession with militaristic development and the
1980s Star Wars program, saying:

It is important to convey that SF was as

ideologicdly drivenasany other fied of culturd

production in the 1980s. Whilst most critical
commentary has been on the postmodern/SF
convergence, cyberpunk wasformulated inthe
way it was precisaly because of the prominence
of the SF megatext in the fantasy life of the

American New Right. (202)

Withitsmarket for chegp goods, Chinaovertook
the manufacturing economy and posited asudden
and very red threst to theAmerican economy. While
capitalism was celebrated as the best possible
solutiontoacivilizedlife, China, despitefollowing
the rigid communist model, effectively brought
economic prosperity, and removed destitution,
thoughit hasitsfair share of poor people. Chinese
citizens, even the poorest of them, enjoyed abasic
decent lifestylethat wasdenied to the poorest inthe
world’s most developed capitalist economies. China
suddenly roseinto prominenceonthepolitica globa
stage, then effectively gaining seats in various
Westerninternationa councilssuch asG8+5 and

G20, and al so participating in international non-
Western councils such as BRICS, SAARC,
indicativeof areal threat it was posingto the USA
asastrong contender.

To TerenceWhalen, it issymptomatic of wider
American sentiments, particularly “Reagen’s
America’:

Emerging as it does in the context of late

capitalism, cyberpunk is both inspired and

stunted by the social process which enables
thought to be alienated from its producer and
exchanged as a commodity. The grimmest
cyberpunk is haunted by the suspicion that
informationisnot merdy thesocidly averageform
of knowledge, but rather the form taken by

capitd inthesignifying environment (79).

With the Middle East, clasheswith thelslamic
religion asaculture propagating hatred and ultra-
conservativenessareused aspart of USpolicy asa
part of itscontinuing trend of muddinging. Themost
effective way of countering and controlling the
MiddleEast foritsmassiveail reservesisto highlight
thenecessity of Americaninvolvementinthearea,
easlly argued by itsclamsto gender equdity, human
rights, democracy and secularism. By highlightinga
future that could result in the loss of these four
Americanvaluesif theMiddleEast wasvisited by
invasivetechnology, Americaamost justifiesits
widely criticized armedincursionsintheregion.

Cyberpunk fiction produced by America,
whether Classic cyberpunk or American feminist
cyberpunk, seemsto be motivated primarily, inits
political aimof disturbing the popular sentiment in
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favor of American politica strategies, regardlessof
how extremeAmerican measuresmay be. Carrying
ahead theidea of Orientalism as Said put it, AC
seemsto haveindulgedinto Techno-Orientdism, in
thewordsof David Morley and Kevin Robbinswho
havearguedintheir influential book The Space of
| dentity that “Western stereotypes of the Japanese
hold them to be sub-human, as if they have no
feeling, noemotion, no humanity” (172). Naoki Sakai
saysonthispoint,
The Orient does not connote any internal com
monalty among the names subsumed under it; it
rangesfromregionintheMiddle Easttothosein
the Far East. One can hardly find anything reli
gious linguigticor culturd that iscommonamong
thesevaried areas. The Orient isneither acul
turd, rdigiousor linguistic unity. Theprincipleof
itsidentity liesoutsdeitsalf: what endowsit with
somevague sense of unity isthat Orient isthat
whichisexcluded and objectified by the West,
intheserviceof itshistorica progress. Fromthe
outset the Orientisashadow of theWest. (198)
Essentidly, itisamagnification of theissuesthat
the USA faceswith each of the countriesit hastaken
up. With China it is a triangle of economics,
cgpitalism/communism and humanrights, whilewith
Morocco, it isacombination of gender equality,
human rights, democracy and secularism. With
Japan, it used to be economics, democracy and
human rights. A common thread running through
themdll, then, isthat theremova of Americafrom
the centre stagewould ultimately result inaloss of
human rights, with the modus operandi of reaching
this end would differ from country to country,

depending on which nation ascended the seat of
power. In such case, feminist cyberpunk hasdone
nothing morethan replacing an earlier enemy witha
current adversary, by superficialy engaging afew
popular cultural markers of the new country in
question.

If the Orient wasinvented by theWest, then the
Techno-Orient also wasinvented by theworld of
information capitalism. In “Techno-Orientalism”,
Japan not only islocated geographicaly, but dsois
projected chronol ogically. Jean Baudrillard once
caled Japan asatdlitein orbit. Now Japan hasbeen
located in the future of technology. Morley and
Robbinssay,

If thefutureistechnological, and if technol ogy
has become “Japanised’, then the syllogism would
suggest that the futureis now Japanese, too. The
postmodern erawill bethe Pacific era. Japanisthe
future, and itisafuturethat seemsto betranscending
and displacing Western modernity.

What the A merican psyche projectsthroughiits
cultural productions, including cyberpunk, isits
paranoiaof the Japanesetaking over the charge of
theworld, andturningitinto ablesk place, ridding
it of adl humanity that American hasstrivento keep
divesinceitsinception asademocratic nation. What
comesacrossthen, isaheavily technologized Orient,
in place of the Saidian “backward” Orient, with the
recurrence of brutality, lack of civilization, and
unbridled ambition.

Thisvery ideathat theAmericansextendto the
Japanese, is then also applicable to the other

countriesit usesasits settings. It isnot the setting
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that makes any red difference, sinceitisapolitica
project and not an examinationintothefuture.

Fredric Jameson too, in discussing cyberpunk’s
linksto postmodernismand paliticd redity, remarks
that cyberpunk is “the supreme literary expression
if not of postmodernism, then of late capitalism itself”
(Culturd Logic 157).

With researches such as Leonard Patrick
Sanders’ doing rounds in the academic circuit
exposing the hidden agendas of classic cyberpunk
in portraying Japan astheruthless, evil stepmother
of futuristic dark mechanical lands, feminist
cyberpunk apparently overcamethe obsession with
the Japanese, repl acing the latter with anumber of
random, pattern-lessplaces, it hasonly reiterated
itsstand more cleverly and ambiguoudy, and with
lessobviousparanoia

Whileit could beargued that thepatternisbroken
inanumber of novels, as mentioned earlier, itis
important to note that, these “Damsels-in-distress”
nations have no redl lifefierce conflictswith the
USA. Rather, they are devel oping countrieswhich
exhibit signsof gradua progresswhilenot having
endsconflictingwithAmericanendsdirectly. While
China, Japan and the Middle East are already
empowered in some way to have avoicein the
system, thesecountriesarestill dowly buildingupa
local system that would inthefutureearntheman
upward politica mobility.

For such quiet, uncontroversial nationssuch as
Thailand or much of South East Asia, the USA has
no easy fault to find — these narratives, then,

concentrate on such nations asinherently weak to

sustain global leadership, by portraying them as
innocent, but incapabl e of leading theworldinthe
future. Americanliteraturesmply makesit achaotic,
messy, broken place proneto outside manipulation
and governed by instability, uncertainty and
corruption.

These placesend up asvictimsin need of rescue,
wheresomekind, ethical, revol utionary Westerner
turns up to fight its own nasty, selfish American
corporate, and thereby liberate the weak countries
inquestion. These settings ultimately reiterate the
traditional fairytale structure where an innocent
damsel isrescued by the prince, who fightshisown
evil stepmother and endsthereign of disorder, thus
marginalizing thevicious corporate asonly astray,
occasiona enemy, which the American citizen
himself isboth willing to and capabl e of defeating,
and not an American stereotype.

While the Japanese zaibatsus are doomed to
represent the entire Japanese race, theseAmerican
antagonistsaresimply the proverbia bad applein
an otherwise good bunch, but abunch strong and
conscientiousenoughto diminateitsown bad gpple
without any fal se sentimentdity.

Thus, whatever the case, theAmericansbecome
the upholders of security and prosperity in the
technological future, the defenders of justice and
humanity, positing aworld that cannot survivethe
downfal of America. What it redly defends, though,
Isitsown power and the capitalistic structure that
would enableit to do so.

Theonly novel to project anAmerican future set

on the American soil and governed by ultra-
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conservative White Catholic homophobic
fundamentalists was Morehouse’s Archangel
Protocol, whereinthe very existence of religionis
guestioned and suspected to be a charade in the
quest for power. Thedizzying religiousidentity of
cyber entitiesonly heightened the suspicion that the
USA wasfoolingitsown citizensin the name of
peace and tradition, and that angel swere nothing
but codes of programming.
Commendableasitisto dareto portray America
as both the victim and the perpetrator, the novel
endsonavery tamenote, unliketheradica premise
onwhichit began, thereby diluting the possibility of
actualy opening up apolitical discourse.
Understandably, the term “feminist cyberpunk”
hasto betaken quiteliterally, asoneinterrogating
and negotiating discourses covered under the
umbrellaterm of feminism, whileleaving banal
nationalism out, sincerace and gender issueshave
often been neglected inacombined anaysis. It has
alottodowith thefact that most feminists, for very
long and in overwhelmingly large numbers, have
been Westerners, speaking for themselves, for
whom thenon-Whitehardly qudifiesasevenhuman,
so as to leave out any discourse of gender that
commentson raceaswell. First World Feminism
has marginalised race as an inconsequential
parameter for examination, rendering them the
“Other”, the way techno-Orientalists did with males
inclassic cyberpunk.
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